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Some of you have told me that when you mention to some of your friends that you’ve joined this church, a Baptist church, you get a puzzled response.  “You did what?” they say.  You joined a BAPTIST church?!”  Then you have to explain.  “But this is Watts Street Baptist Church!  It’s not a usual Baptist church.  It’s not one of those stereotypical fundamentalist, hard-line, standard-brand Baptist churches.  This is a different kind of Baptist Church.”
And then the discussion goes on as you explain about the freedom, inclusiveness, and the honest search for God that happens in this wonderfully odd Baptist church.
 
It was Flannery O’Connor who said, “You shall know the truth, and the truth will make you odd.”
 
A Christian who lives by Jesus’ teachings will always be odd, out of step with the status quo.  Today we celebrate Christ the King Sunday---which is an odd Sunday for an odd people.  This is the last Sunday of the Christian year, which means that this day is, for us, somewhat like the last Sunday of December, just before the beginning of a new year.  For us odd Christians, the New Year begins next Sunday with Advent.
 
Today we ring out the old year with a celebration of the crowning of Jesus as our king, our ruler.  But as our Scripture text indicates, Jesus is an odd king.  He’s nailed to a cross with a cock-eyed crown of thorns as the symbol of his authority.  He is mocked with an inscription over his head:  “The King of the Jews.”  Today is indeed an odd Sunday for odd people gathering around an odd Lord.
 
When Jesus stood before Pilate, facing the power of a government ruler, Pilate asked him if he is the king of the Jews.  Jesus responds, “You say that I am a king.”  They he says, “I came into the world, to testify to the truth.  Everyone who belongs to the truth listens to my voice.”
 
“You shall know the truth, and the truth will make you odd.”  It made Jesus odd, so odd that he was crowned “King Jesus” by a sneering, mocking crowd.  
 
What is the truth that made Jesus odd and his first disciples odd, and that makes us odd too?  The best response I can give to that question is this:  The truth Jesus proclaimed is “suffering love.”  God’s love is such extraordinary love that God will endure even the suffering and death of his Son as a sign of how much God loves us.  Jesus was willing to endure suffering and death--- and even forgive those who killed him.  But this kind of forgiving, suffering love is a love that the world has trouble understanding.
 
When we come to church, we come to affirm that Jesus is Lord.  He is “king of kings and Lord of Lords,” as we sing in Handel’s Messiah.   In other words, we proclaim to each other and to the world that “Jesus shall reign, where’er the sun…”  We are saying that “Jesus is our ruler.”  He rules not with the policies of a government ruler, but with love, suffering love.  His way of perceiving reality is now to be our way of perceiving reality.  In other words, Jesus brings a new reality, a new order, a new kingdom.  Some have called the “kin-dom,” for his this new order, we are all “kin.”  We are sisters and brothers in the Beloved Community—the Kingdom!
 
But these words “king and kingdom” are awkward for us.  The words are patriarchal and chauvinistic.  We don’t have kings now, unless you refer to the king or queen of England, and that arrangement has anachronistic, fairy tale flavor.  But when we say Jesus is king, we mean he is the one to whom we give loyalty.  He is the one to whom we owe our highest allegiance.  When we say Jesus is Lord, we are saying that Pilate is not Lord, that Caesar is not Lord, or that the President of the US is not Lord.  Only Jesus is our Lord, our “king.”
 
Once we say that Jesus is Lord, we quickly get into trouble with government authorities, just as Jesus did.  We know that government is necessary; but if we give ultimate loyalty to government, then we’ve turned it into an idol---idolatry.  Governmental authority is based on power, competition, domination and violence.  Might makes right.
 
But Jesus reverses all this; he turns it upside down.  And when we claim Jesus as Lord, we commit to live by his teachings.  That means we will be distressed and outraged with our government killing thousands of people in Iraq, while waving the banner of “moral values.”  How can Christians support a strict pro-life stance with regard to unborn babies and then turn and justify killing 5-year olds in Fallujah?  The children in Fallujah are God’s children too---and our sisters and brothers.  And the churches of this country have been largely quiet about this!
 
Because Jesus is Lord, we inevitably have a lover’s quarrel with our country.
 
If church is a school for Christians, there are times when we need to review the lesson, the gospel.  This is a good time to review the teachings of Jesus, whom we call Lord and “king.”  Instead of military power, Jesus brings love; instead of competition, he brings cooperation; instead of domination, he brings equality; instead of might, he brings non-violence.  When Jesus reigns, the nobodies become somebodies.  The last become first. The rich become poor for the sake of the “least of these.”  When Jesus reigns, our life and our way of life are different from the status quo.
 
When Jesus says “Follow me,” he says to us:  This is the kingdom you are signing on for.  I’m asking you to transfer your loyalty from the kingdom of this world to the New kingdom, the kin-dome, the new order---the Beloved Community.
 
What is this new order, this New Reality?  The Bible tells us that it used to be okay to bust out an eye, to take a life for another life.  Since Jesus, that’s not okay.
 
It used to be okay to acquire riches for yourself.  Since Jesus, that’s not okay.
 
It used to all right to hate your enemies.  Since Jesus, that’s not all right.
 
It used to all right to do something for somebody only if they paid you back.  Since Jesus, that’s not all right.
 
It used to be okay to pass by on the other side and not minister to the pain of another person.  Since Jesus, that’s not okay.
 
It used to be okay to judge people by categories:  black-white, man-woman, Jew-Greek, gay-straight.  Since Jesus, that’s not okay.
 
It used to be okay to avoid suffering.  Since Jesus, that’s not okay.  Now we must choose suffering and choose to stand in solidarity with suffering people because that‘s the way of Jesus.  This is the New Reality Jesus came to bring.
 
When we join the church, even this odd Baptist church, we say, in essence, “Jesus is ruler of my life, Lord of my life.”  We are signing on for this new way of perceiving and living reality.  But when we sign on, we are clearly going against the dominant culture around us.  
 
“You shall know the truth, and the truth will make you odd.”  As odd as Jesus.  As odd as St. Francis.  As odd as Rosa Parks and Mother Teresa.  As odd as the follower of Jesus sitting on the pew with you.  Any person who takes the call of Jesus seriously will be a bit odd.
 
But let’s admit it.  It’s not easy switching over to Jesus’ odd kingdom.  Most of us live in middle class or upper-middle class luxury; we like the privileges that this country brings us.  We will gather with our families this week for Thanksgiving, and we will give thanks to God for all our blessings.  But when we do that, we also need to look around and see how many of our sisters and brothers remain in poverty and pain.  The gap between rich and poor in Durham is growing, and our odd faith tells us that this disparity is wrong.
 
God worries about this disparity, which means that we need to worry about it too.  As someone said, if we are faithful, we will wake up in the morning worrying about the things God worries about.  And what does God worry about?  What does Jesus worry about?   The suffering of God’s people, wherever they are.  Jesus said “When you minister to the least of these, you minister to me.”  When I was hungry, you came to me…when I was in prison…when I was homeless…when I was a stranger.
 
When we call Jesus Lord---Ruler---that means we will follow him by caring for the least privileged people---by reducing poverty and working to overcome the scourge of war.  These are the moral values of Jesus’ kingdom.
 
We keep on coming back to this odd community each week.  And if we believe here that Jesus is our leader, our ruler, then we crown him Lord of our lives.  He is our odd king, and we are his odd followers.  
 
So we leave here to worry about the things he worries about, to continue his mission, joining his struggle to bring justice, mercy and peace to this troubled world.
 
Amen.  So may it be.
 
BENEDICTION:  (adapted from William Sloane Coffin)
May the Lord may his face to shine upon you
and be gracious to you.
 
May God give you grace never to sell yourself short,
grace to risk something good,
grace to remember that the world is too dangerous 
     for anything but truth and
     too small for anything but love.
 
So, may God take our minds and think through them.
May God take our lips and speak through them.
May God take our hearts and set them on fire
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